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We used shore crabs, Carcinus maenas, feeding on molluscan prey as a model system for investigating the effects of previously learned handling skills on a predator's ability to subjugate novel prey. From transfer theory, we predicted that crabs experienced with previous prey (dogwhelks, Nucella lapillus) requiring similar handling techniques to the novel prey (mussels, Mytilus edulis) should show positive skill transfer, enabling them to handle the novel prey more efficiently than naïve controls (trained on fish). We predicted that crabs experienced with prey requiring dissimilar handling techniques (periwinkles, Littorina littorea) should show negative skill transfer, impairing their performance relative to controls. Crabs trained to dogwhelks performed better than controls when presented with mussels, whereas crabs trained to periwinkles performed similarly to controls. We conclude that crabs are able to transfer learned handling skills to novel prey requiring common elements of subjugation and suggest that negative transfer may occur only when tasks differ markedly in character.
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Foraging animals face recognition and procedural tasks ranging in predictability. Specialists perform tasks that are relatively invariant and associated behavioural acts may be stereotyped and finely tuned to achieve maximum efficiency. Generalists, on the other hand, must perform varying tasks associated with more unpredictably encountered resource types. Appropriate behavioural acts achieve wider applicability at a cost of lower efficiency in specific applications (e.g. Laverty & Plowright 1988) , but this cost is lessened by plasticity of the behavioural acts, which may be adapted to specific applications by the process of learning (Hazlett 1995). Adjustment of plastic behaviour through learning may be enhanced or hindered by the similarity or dissimilarity of sequentially encountered tasks, such as the handling of different types of prey by a generalist forager. Skill transfer theory (Osgood 1949; Ellis 1965; Henry 1968; Holding 1976) predicts that the retention of learned skills will enhance performance on a new task that is similar to the previous one, but will hinder performance on one that is dissimilar. Intermediate degrees of difference will result in zero transfer.
Despite its relevance to the understanding of foraging behaviour, skill transfer theory has been tested only rarely in this context (Baerends van Roon & Baerends 1979; Hazlett 1995) . We used shore crabs, Carcinus maenas (L.), feeding on hard-shelled molluscs as a model system to test the predictions of skill transfer theory when applied to a generalist forager. This model system has advantages in the relative ease with which alternative prey-handling tasks can be experimentally manipulated (Hughes 2000) . Thus, molluscs differing in shell geometry pose different mechanical problems to a crab using its claw to open them (Hughes & Seed 1995) , enabling us to vary the similarity between previous and novel prey.
Shore crabs feed opportunistically on a wide range of animal and plant material (Crothers 1968) . Nevertheless, the biomechanical and neurophysiological properties of the claws are well suited to breaking open hard-shelled prey such as clams and snails (Hughes & Seed 1995) . When handling these types of prey, shore crabs use a discrete set of behavioural acts (Elner & Hughes 1978; Hughes & Elner 1979) , but the efficiency of deployment depends on experience (Cunningham & Hughes 1984) . Consequently, naïve crabs take longer to break open a specific prey type, for example mussels, than crabs experienced in this task. When initially naïve crabs are presented with a series of mussels, breaking time follows a negatively decelerating curve that becomes asymptotic after 6-10 presentations (Cunningham & Hughes 1984) . Learning curves with similar dynamics are evidently quite general, having been described for example in snails, Nucella lapillus, feeding on mussels (Hughes & Dunkin 1984) , butterflies, Pieris rapae, feeding on nectar (Lewis 1986) and fish feeding on crustaceans (Croy & Hughes
